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environment of a festival. More importantly, the 
exploration of legitimacy issues sheds light on 
the conditions that influence the degree of festival 
acceptance on behalf of interrelated stakeholders 
and thereby determine festival sustainability.
One important outcome of legitimacy for festi-
vals is the access gained to material resources and 
potential providers. Parsons (1960) argued that 
organizations that pursue goals in line with social 
values have a legitimate claim on resources, and 
this is fundamentally the public good claim put 
Introduction
Festivals involve the coupling of stakeholders 
with different values and resources. To understand 
what factors shape the varying attitudes of stake-
holders towards a festival, along with their willing-
ness to participate in it, this article draws attention 
to the concept of legitimacy. Being an integral part 
of mainstream theories of collaboration, legitimacy 
is fundamental to understanding relationship build-
ing among stakeholders in the internal and external 
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This conceptual article provides an overview of organizational and stakeholder legitimacy as applied 
to the study of festivals and their networks of stakeholders. Legitimacy is shown to be a vital con-
dition for festival acceptance and sustainability. Different kinds of criteria for judging legitimacy 
(legal, pragmatic, moral, and cognitive) are illustrated by reference to typical festival stakeholders. 
As well, legitimacy can either be situational, depending on problems at hand, or more permanently 
derived from legal status or institutional arrangements and ownership. Networks of stakeholders 
have to be considered, and at the levels of industry (i.e., the festival/event sector), area (e.g., festivals 
in a city), and firm (the festival organization). This article concludes with a discussion of practical 
management implications, and with a set of propositions that can be used as hypotheses to be tested 
and as a general guide for future research and interdisciplinary theory building.
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Cultural festivals and events are increasingly 
becoming arenas of discourse enabling people to 
express their views on wider cultural, social and 
political issues. Often the debates polarize into 
those advocating change and those wishing to pre-
serve “traditional” or “local” culture in the face of 
modernization and globalization. (p. 103)
The two aspects of resources and values identified 
in relation to legitimacy building suggest that festi-
vals must be perceived as being legitimate by key 
stakeholders, including the intended audience and 
the general public, in order to ensure material and 
political support (Lawrence, Wickins, & Phillips, 
1997). According to those researchers, who studied 
legitimacy in ecotourism, the question of legitimacy 
can be best comprehended in terms of the commu-
nicative interaction among stakeholders at different 
levels of analysis, such as the firm behind a festival 
organization, an urban area where different festivals 
are hosted, and the whole festival/event sector as an 
industry. At all these levels, the social production 
and reproduction of legitimacy is a consequence of 
communicative interaction on a plethora of socio-
political and operational issues. Emphasis is placed 
on the perspectives and prospects of stakeholders 
involved with the flow of resources and information 
to the organizing of festivals. Hence, Lawrence et 
al. (1997) assert that “the management of legitimacy 
is a political process where the interests of stake-
holders come into conflict as they work to construct 
expectations and perceptions that favor their goals 
and interests” (p. 309).
The statement of the political nature of legitimacy 
management shares common ground with contem-
porary trends in research fields pertinent to the anal-
ysis of festivals. First, it coincides with studies of 
tourism collaboration and governance practices in 
which legitimacy reproduction is believed to involve 
the management of both consensual and conflicting 
relations between the state, citizens, and organized 
interests (Krutwaysho & Bramwell, 2010; Larson, 
1997, 2002, 2003, 2009; Larson &  Wikström, 2001; 
Laws, Richins, Agrusa, & Scott, 2011; Murphy & 
Murphy, 2004). Second, it is consistent with empiri-
cal readings of legitimacy in the fields of organi-
zational, institutional, and governance studies. The 
scope of these studies is not confined to the dis-
play of divine sanction, charismatic or autocratic 
forward by many nonprofit festivals. The survival 
of most festivals is contingent upon support from 
multiple stakeholders, and insufficient resources are 
a common reason for failure (Getz, 2002). A weak 
resource base can be explained by the inability of a 
festival organization to attract visitors, sponsors, or 
grant givers, and also by a high degree of competi-
tion for resources in the event sector. Hence, the 
legitimacy of a festival organization depends on its 
capacity to connect with stakeholders and identify 
those legitimate partners who will be willing to 
devote the needed resources. The mobilization of 
resources as an indication of a festival’s legitimacy 
is also linked with the values of respective stake-
holders. Festivals, especially permanent ones that 
celebrate or reinforce the notion of community, are 
often regarded as being expressions of, and tools in, 
shaping community and social identity—thereby 
attracting a high degree of legitimacy. This occurs 
because their themes and contents often have a 
strong connection to the values of the society in 
which the festival is organized (Saleh & Ryan, 
1993). In many countries, the fast growth of the 
festival sector has raised the consciousness of poli-
ticians and citizens regarding the positive effects 
festivals can generate, including those related to 
tourism and place marketing. Consensus on the 
benefits derived from festivals has stimulated sub-
stantial investments in recent years—to the point 
where the term “festivalization” has been coined 
(typically with negative connotations) to describe 
the process of turning public space into perfor-
mance space, or an overemphasis on tourist- and 
image-oriented festivals in urban policy (Belghazi, 
2006; Hitters, 2007; Richards, 2007).
Because of their ability to meet many societal 
goals, festivals are believed to enjoy a high degree 
of legitimacy as a genre, perhaps foremost within 
the range of planned events. The contradiction is, 
however, that this overarching legitimacy does 
not necessarily entail that individual festivals and 
their producing organizations will automatically 
gain or hold legitimacy in the eyes of all stakehold-
ers. Furthermore, there is a growing discourse on 
how production of festivals and their meanings are 
contested in cultural and political terms (Brennan-
Horley, Connell, & Gibson, 2007). In the words of 
Crespi-Vallbona and Richards (2007):
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the city government, the hospitality industry and the 
merchants and residents of New Orleans” (p. 475). 
Several authors have provided further accounts of 
the political and dynamic nature of relationships 
among event stakeholders (e.g., Andersson & Getz, 
2007; Getz, 2007; Hede, 2007; A. Johnson, Glover, 
& Yuen, 2009; Larson, 1997; Long, 2000; Peters & 
Pikkemaat, 2005; Reid, 2007; Stokes, 2008), includ-
ing efforts to map and categorize the stakeholders 
involved with festival production and marketing 
(Getz, Andersson, & Larson, 2007; Larson, 2002; 
Spiropoulos, Garagalianos, & Sotiriadou, 2006).
Few explicit references to legitimacy can be 
found within the festival-specific literature. Larson 
and Wikström (2001) determined that consensus 
and conflict are intertwined and coexist in relational 
interaction; actors use different strategies to man-
age political processes, aiming at building either 
legitimacy or mutual commitment. Other authors 
have acknowledged the importance of building and 
using the legitimacy of an event in network rela-
tions, resources’ mobilization, and in the spread of 
innovation according to both economic and social 
criteria (Elbe, Axelsson, & Hallén, 2007; Mackellar, 
2006). Richards and Palmer (2010), referring to the 
work of a national body, Event Scotland, said: 
Legitimacy for the strategies is based on the 
involvement of major national bodies in its for-
mulation. . . . By gathering the key stakeholders 
behind the strategy and implicating them in the 
formulation of the mission, the resources neces-
sary to undertake the strategy can also be mobi-
lized. (p. 178)
Isso, Bonetti, and Masiello (2012) emphasize 
trust in the governance and effectiveness of stake-
holder networks related to their study of three fes-
tivals in Italy. The key functions of the “network 
orchestrator” were identified as “partner selection, 
creating a climate of trust, and integrating and 
leveraging multiple resources, knowledge, and 
capabilities.” Their research identified differences 
between the “core network” of festivals, marked by 
“very strong ties, defined by high degrees of inti-
macy, familiarity and trust” and the “extended net-
work” involving only occasional stakeholders with 
weak ties. In their conclusions they argue that posi-
tive sociocultural outcomes are directly linked to 
leadership, and moral rules as norms that reinforce 
the accepted grounds of legitimacy claims on behalf 
of political objects (Bellamy, Castiglione, Follesdal, 
& Weale, 2011; Magstadt, 2011; Robertson, 2002). 
Instead, empirical studies propose a twofold inter-
pretation. Legitimacy building is viewed as a pre-
requisite for the establishment of political order and 
successful policy implementation as well as subject 
to inconsistency because of the inherent complex-
ity and ambiguity of interactions between differ-
ential values and material interests (Blatter, 2007; 
Chhotray & Stoker, 2009; Friedman & Miles, 2006; 
Skelcher, De Rynck, Klijn, & Voets, 2008). In this 
article, the main idea is that building and sustaining 
legitimacy are major strategic challenges for festival 
organizers, who have to count on networks of com-
mitted stakeholders to practice constant innovation 
and transform their festival into a sustainable event 
occupying institutional status and a unique niche in 
the community (Andersson & Getz, 2007; Getz & 
Andersson, 2009).
Given that the concept of legitimacy has received 
little attention in the event studies literature, this 
article aims to address issues of terminology, dis-
cuss theoretical developments from strands of 
research that inform governance studies, and exam-
ine under what conditions legitimacy is gained or 
bestowed in this particular industry. The purpose 
is to guide future research aimed at advancing the 
discourse on legitimacy-building theory for festi-
val and event management. Thirteen propositions 
on legitimacy in the events field are formulated as 
suggested future research topics. Conclusions also 
include practical implications for festivals, and 
these might prove valuable for other types of events 
and voluntary organizations.
Legitimacy and Festivals
The treatment of legitimacy within the event and 
festival management literature has been inconsis-
tent and without clear theoretical foundation. Often 
it is inferred, as part of investigations into stake-
holder relationships. For example, in a study of the 
evolution of a festival in New Orleans, Chacko and 
Schaffer (1993) concluded that “the success of the 
festival can be traced to the cooperation between the 
major constituents of the tourism industry such as 
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effectiveness and throughput legitimation through 
transparency for the festival and its organizers. The 
factors of legitimacy building seem to have a com-
plex interplay because much of what constitutes 
community or public relations by corporations and 
even by government agencies is often viewed cyni-
cally as “green washing,” or perhaps as propaganda, 
although Burke (1999) claimed that companies can-
not strategically ignore community expectations. If 
a festival wants to brand itself as clean and sustain-
able, which is now commonplace, it will be likely 
to seek legitimacy among environmental watchdog 
groups. But to take a long-term perspective on the 
festival, as in strategic planning, producers will 
face the challenges of finding legitimate actors to 
speak for future generations and convincing them 
for their capacity to achieve effectiveness and pro-
tect transparency in the long run.
The theoretical model of the political market 
square (PSQ) was introduced by Larson (1997, 
2002, 2003, 2009) as a conceptual tool in the anal-
ysis of political relational processes and change 
dynamics that impact on event production and mar-
keting. The same model also facilitates understand-
ing of legitimacy building through communicative 
interaction (see Fig. 1). The festival creates an 
imaginary space where actors project their visions 
embeddedness, so that “community-driven events” 
are “characterized by a network structure made up 
of nodes deeply embedded in the local community” 
(p. 238) and in contrast “market-driven” events only 
marginally involve the community.
Williams and Elkhashab (2012) studied how social 
capital were generated by the Vancouver Olympic 
Winter Games, in particular the work of the Olym-
pic tourism consortium—a network of stakeholders 
intended to leverage benefits from the mega-event. 
They found that the Consortium became “the legiti-
mate single voice for tourism stakeholders” (p. 330) 
and it became more effective as the trust of the orga-
nizing committee was gained, thereby facilitating 
access to their vast stakeholder network.
This article suggests there is scope for exploring 
the interplay of forms of legitimation concerning 
festival project networks. In relation to input legiti-
mation, a great deal of controversy surrounds the 
representation of community interests in the same 
way the representation of future generations over-
shadows the sustainability discourse. These poten-
tial stakeholders are amorphous nonentities and 
therefore easily ignored. If they are not accorded 
the proverbial “seat at the table,” then they are 
often presumed to have no legitimacy, with obvi-
ous implications for output legitimation through 
Figure 1. The concepts and the context of the political market square model (Larson, 2003, 2009).
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(bureaucratic) legitimacy based primarily upon a 
belief in legality, as “the readiness to conform to 
rules which are formally correct and have been 
imposed by accepted procedure” (Weber, 1947; 
cited by Hill & Hupe, 2002, p. 23), has shifted the 
focus away from the pillars of aristocratic domi-
nation and people’s obedience. Rather than taking 
for granted the “right to rule” of political objects 
in the name of their enlightened or hegemonic des-
potism, contemporary debates of legitimacy exam-
ine patterns of voluntary agreement with systems of 
social order (Magstadt, 2011). Legitimacy building is 
understood to occur through both egoistic and altru-
istic activities, which are informed by ulterior and 
sincere calculations on behalf of political subjects 
about their own interest in obedience. As a conse-
quence, the followers of the Weberian tradition pay 
attention to the evaluative and cognitive elements 
that make people genuinely believe they have a 
political obligation to comply with certain rules for 
their own benefit and/or for the sake of social order 
(Bellamy et al., 2011; Blatter, 2007; Cromartie, 
2003; C. Johnson, 2004; Suchman, 1995).
By implication, the analysis of definitional issues 
elucidates the conditions that characterize organiza-
tional and stakeholder legitimacy. First, legitimacy 
is reflected in both formal and informal norms and 
procedures that strengthen or erode an organiza-
tion’s mission. Skelcher et al. (2008) argue that in 
new governance forms, formal legitimacy is merely 
of relative importance. The reason is the complex-
ity inherent in the creation and evolution of institu-
tional designs. Informal legitimacy related to policy 
implementation and the delivery of respective goals 
incorporates intentions and patterns of behavior. For 
Zelditch (2004), uncertainty reigns over the confor-
mity of informal actions with formal rules as well 
as over the nature of their loose or tight coupling. 
In this sense, the possession of formal legitimacy by a 
festival organization, due to its well-established rep-
utation or acknowledged legal authority, does not 
guarantee in the long run the capability to perform, 
attain its goals, and avoid questioning of its actions, 
despite the positive acceptance of the festival itself. 
Conversely, the legitimacy of a particular stake-
holder conveyed by its formal status does not com-
prise beforehand an undisputed proof of its will and 
capacity to provide substantial support throughout 
collaboration with festival organizers.
on how the festival can fulfill their interests. 
Through a pluralistic frame of reference, this space 
equals the PSQ where stakeholders negotiate posi-
tions, build trust and coalitions, resolve conflicts, 
and strive for acceptance.
As shown in Figure 1, in relation to the wider 
environment, the PSQ is a metaphor for a festival 
network structure using a political perspective on 
festival organizing, which is focused on diverse 
interests, emerging conflicts, and recurring power 
games (cf. Morgan, 1986). Before any actions or 
interactions have taken place, the market square 
is empty (i.e., it is an opportunity waiting to be 
seized). The decision or prospect of staging a fes-
tival creates a conception of a market square that 
actors can act upon. The purpose of their actions is 
to take advantage of the event and to accommodate 
their interests (Larson, 2003, 2009). More specifi-
cally, the PSQ contains stakeholders that contrib-
ute to organizing and marketing the event through 
their actions and interactions. In producing the 
event they are influenced by the market of poten-
tial visitors and adapt accordingly. At the same time 
they create a market by introducing new concepts 
through innovative activity. The wider network 
applies to repetitive events and contains stakehold-
ers that potentially want to contribute to the event 
in the future. The more stakeholders there are in the 
network, the larger will be the odds of producing 
successful events in the future (Larson, 2003).
Legitimacy-building processes performed by 
different actors in the PSQ affect both the construc-
tion of the market and the wider network as they 
influence access to the PSQ, stakeholder relations, 
and the dynamics of political order in terms of tur-
bulence or stability. In considering that, “interaction 
with other actors means that interest/expectations 
may change over time, thus turning conflict into 
consensus or consensus into conflict” (Larson, 
2009, p. 394).
Definitions and Conditions of Legitimacy
A web and literature search from different 
research fields reveals various connotations of the 
term “legitimacy” (see Table 1). With this lengthy 
series of definitions in mind, it can be concluded 
that modern conceptions revolve around the beliefs 
of Max Weber. The account of legal–rational 
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Table 1
Definitions of Legitimacy
Web Dictionaries and Glossaries
Conformity to the law or to rules; Ability to be defended 
with logic or justification; Validity (Oxford Dictionaries, 
2012).
Lawfulness by virtue of being authorized or in accor-
dance with law; Authenticity: Undisputed credibility; 
The condition of being in accordance with recognized or 
accepted standards or principles / in compliance with the 
law (The Free Dictionary, 2012).
Conformity to established standards of usage, behavior; 
authorized, sanctioned by, or in accordance with law; 
Rightfulness (Dictionary Reference).
The right to hold and use power, usually based on the con-
sent of the governed (Oregon State University, 2012).
The right to rule on the basis of recognized principles 
(Arenson, 2012).
The degree to which an action, process, actor or institution 
is perceived as having legal, moral or ethical authority 
and consequently whether it should be recognized or 
dealt with (Meta Glossary, 2012).
The popular acceptance of an authority, usually a govern-
ing law or a régime (Wikipedia, 2012).
Political Theory and Social Psychology
Acceptance of rules and procedures that limit the action of 
those making and implementing these rules and proce-
dures. It may derive from tradition or from the  charisma 
of leaderships; In its modern form, it derives from 
procedures that are transparent and regular ( Hoffman, 
2007, p. 92).
Rightfulness of a political object; The condition of being 
consistent with a set of norms prevalent in a given politi-
cal community; Broader consensus on the appropriate 
uses of political power and the feasibility of alternatives 
to the given political object (Gilley, 2011, p. 946).
A multi-dimensional concept, comprising the different  
elements of legality, normative justifiability, and legitima-
tion (Beetham, 1991; cited by Beetham & Lord, 1998, 
p. 15).
Conformity with a set of rules that actors accept as either 
a set of obligations or as a desirable model of action 
(Weber, 1918; cited by Johnson, 2004, p. 8).
A condition in which something is in accord with the 
norms, values, beliefs, practices, and procedures 
accepted by a group (Zelditch, 2001; cited by Johnson, 
2004: 8).
The collective sources of support for an authority 
( Hegtvedt and Clay-Warner, 2004; cited by C. Johnson, 
2004, p. 9). 
Institutional–Organizational Analysis
A generalized perception of assumption that the actions of 
an entity are desirable, proper or appropriate within some 
socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and 
definitions (Suchman, 1995, p. 574)
The degree of cultural support for an organization (Meyer 
and Scott, 1983; cited by C. Johnson, 2004, p. 9).
Conformity to taken-for-granted expectations regarding 
appropriate repertoires of action that are aligned with 
recognizable organizational structures and processes 
(Troyer, 2004; cited by C. Johnson, 2004, p. 9).
An organization’s legitimacy is based on the collective 
perception that both internal and external audiences sup-
port or accept it (Archibald, 2004; cited by C. Johnson, 
2004, p. 9).
Diffuse support as a reservoir of favorable attitudes 
or good will that helps members to accept or tolerate 
outputs to which they are opposed or the effects of which 
they see as damaging to their wants’’ (Easton, 1965; cited 
by Gibson, 2006, p. 525).
The degree to which political institutions enjoy the loyalty 
of their constituents (Gibson, 2006, p. 526).
Collaboration–Governance Studies
The legitimacy of a given collaborative effort is the extent 
to which a society approves of the collaboration and its 
goals (Donahue & Zeckhauser, 2011, p. 123).
The popular acceptance of a governing regime or system 
of governance (Blatter, 2007, p. 518).
The politically authorized capacity to act in a given juris-
diction (Skelcher et al, 2008, p. 217).
Authority – a condition in which power is exercised 
through established institutions and according to rules that 
people freely accept as right and proper; The exercise of 
political power in a community in a way that is voluntarily 
accepted by community members; A widely recognized 
claim of governmental authority and voluntary acceptance  
on the part of the population(s) directly affected 
( Magstadt, 2011, pp. 5–6).
The acceptance of and reliance on a political order as a sta-
tus (Scharpf, 2000; cited by Haus & Heinelt, 2005, p. 34).
Acceptance, trust and support as well as political justifiability 
and enforceability, both with respect to the decision and 
implementation process and to the policy objectives as 
such (Haus & Heinelt, 2005, p. 14) 
Delivered by Ingenta to: University of Queensland - St Lucia
IP: 130.102.42.98 On: Tue, 26 Sep 2017 04:06:11
Article(s) and/or figure(s) cannot be used for resale. Please use proper citation format when citing this article including
the DOI, publisher reference, volume number and page location.
 LEGITIMACY OF FESTIVALS AND THEIR STAKEHOLDERS 165
it is for the political objects of legitimacy to pro-
vide an account of their decisions and practices to 
their social audiences. The intention of Skelcher et 
al. (2008) is to stress what efforts can ensure that 
“the public interest is reflected in the complex, 
multiactor decision processes” of modern gover-
nance designs (p. 230), yet they also capture well 
the collective nature of legitimacy building. Con-
sistent with the Weberian tradition, several scholars 
from the fields of social psychology, institutional 
analysis, and governance studies have diagnosed 
that “legitimation” is about procedures whereby 
social actors build and express loyalty to institu-
tions such as organizations, practices, customs, and 
rules. That is perhaps a corollary of the position that 
political objects adhere to the prevailing values and 
norms of a specific society, and have the capacity to 
contribute to social order and prosperity (Beetham 
& Lord, 1998; Gilley, 2011; Haus & Heinelt, 2005; 
C. Johnson, 2004; Scruton, 2007). In the words of 
Lawrence et al. (1997):
The creation of legitimacy is a social process 
concerned with the relationship between a set of 
socially constructed and culturally bound expecta-
tions with respect to organizational activities, and 
similarly constructed and bound by perceptions of 
the organization’s activities and impacts. (p. 309)
From the viewpoint of festival organizations and 
associated stakeholders, the conditions that typify 
legitimacy have additional implications for collab-
orative practices. A key issue is that each display of 
legitimacy is a matter of space and time. The idea 
that legitimacy “will operate differently in different 
contexts” (Suchman, 1995, p. 573) becomes mean-
ingful in considering that the event sector is open 
to an enormous variety of types of festivals, social 
conditions, and configurations of stakeholders. It is 
a condition of social pluralism and cultural diver-
sity in democratic arenas that there always exists a 
multiplicity of actors (Blatter, 2007). Legitimation 
is thought to pervade in each place through tentative 
interactions with competing evaluations of legitimacy 
or illegitimacy (Beetham & Lord, 1998;  Hoffman, 
2007). Phillips (2003) differentiates between stake-
holders involved in mutually beneficial cooperation, 
“derivative” stakeholders whose actions and claims 
have to be taken into account because they can 
influence a festival (such as competitors, the media, 
Because of the involvement of multiple actors in 
organizational and stakeholder legitimacy building, 
the second condition of legitimacy is that it lives “in 
the eyes of the beholder” (Magstadt, 2011, p. 128). 
Festival organizations or individual stakeholders 
come to be seen as legitimate either by virtue of 
law, through the prevailing values of society (i.e., 
culture), or in the opinion of others who rely on their 
own criteria. The essence of legitimacy presumably 
lies in the perceptions that people attach in their 
normative assessments of political objects rather 
than in the scrutiny of factual evidence. Again, 
there is nothing to guarantee that actors affected by 
festivals, along with those required to uphold them, 
will always justify the actions of festival organizers 
and interrelated stakeholders as rightful and proper. 
C. Johnson (2004) believes that the appearance of 
consensus over the decisions and tactics of legiti-
mate partners certainly has a positive impact on 
the coupling of formal and informal norms along 
with the efficacy of operations. However, consen-
sus is destined to be subject to alteration because 
of changes in the criteria employed when judging 
or conferring recognition upon an organization or 
person (Suchman, 1995).
Suchman (1995) identified different types of 
legitimacy. Pragmatic legitimacy rests on self-
 interest—that is, whether the given entity or activity 
(e.g., a festival) benefits the evaluator. Moral legiti-
macy rests on judgments about whether the activity 
is “the right thing to do,” such as the perception 
that a festival promotes social welfare or generates 
economic benefits for the community. Cognitive 
legitimacy rests on comprehensibility and a taken-
for-granted right to exist or operate; there are cul-
tural models that can explain the organization and 
its endeavors, and alternatives are perceived as 
unthinkable. Together, the types of legitimacy iden-
tified by Suchman (1995) expose the diverse ways 
in which goals and ideas motivate human behavior 
and shape social construction.
The third condition of legitimacy concerns the 
dynamics involved in ongoing interactions between 
actors and their values. Skelcher et al. (2008) noted 
that legitimacy must be complemented by processes 
through which the general public and particular par-
ties are able to raise their voices, and either approve 
or disapprove the actions of a governmental body. 
In the same vein, it is also observed how necessary 
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actors and their behaviors are seen as embedded in a 
myriad of social relationships, with network mem-
bers owning and controlling resources and carrying 
out activities by combining resources (Galaskiewicz, 
1996; Sharma, 1993).
Network theory has enabled governance studies 
to outline and investigate the form of a “horizontally 
differentiated polity” in the absence of a “clear and 
single locus of decision making and responsibility” 
(Blatter, 2007, p. 519). The stimulant of structural 
change is the dynamic synthesis and interaction of 
public, private, and community actors alongside the 
rescaling of functions and duties across the layers 
of state and supranational administration (Blatter, 
2007; Hill & Hupe, 2002; Jessop, 1998). Because 
of the same transformations, the phenomenon of a 
festival can be viewed as a fluid network. Thus, the 
political analysis of a festival should focus on net-
work structure and dynamic relations between all the 
stakeholders contributing to organizing the event.
Legitimacy debates among governance studies 
are also affected by theoretical developments from 
other strands of research. In stakeholder theory, the 
identification of legitimacy along with power and 
urgency as transitory attributes that define stake-
holder salience (Mitchell, Agle, & Wood, 1997)—
that is, the degree to which a particular stakeholder 
is seen in the eyes of a firm’s management as a 
high, moderate, or low priority—has put the former 
at the core of organizational–stakeholder interac-
tions. Festival organizations and stakeholders may 
enjoy a legal, moral, or traditional institutional sta-
tus insofar as their interventions are regarded as 
desirable, proper, or appropriate (Suchman, 1995). 
The troublesome element of this equation is that the 
possession of legitimacy should not be taken for 
granted. Rather, legitimacy is interconnected with 
the ability of the actors either to dictate terms to 
the festival from a financial or political standpoint 
or to exert pressure according to the time sensitiv-
ity or criticality of their claims. Examples of urgent 
claims are a pressing call upon the festival to pay a 
bill or the immediate need of the festival organiza-
tion to react to a policy change (Friedman & Miles, 
2006). In addition, a given stakeholder of the festi-
val might only be perceived to be legitimate when 
there is an urgent need to act. Consequently, the 
festival’s legitimacy might shift among stakeholder 
perceptions according to urgency in their need for 
and lobby groups), and nonstakeholders to which an 
organization has no moral obligation beyond obey-
ing the law and causing them no harm. Thus, the 
viability of a festival organization is always tenta-
tive, because any stakeholder could have legitimacy 
with some, but not all, members within a network. 
With legitimacy becoming decisive in the face of 
disagreement among social actors (Gibson, 2006), 
festival organizations and stakeholders can cement 
their ties in the absence of total consensus or affir-
mation of the motives and practices of each other. 
The next section outlines theoretical approaches to 
legitimacy, and gathers information from the realm 
of governance studies to strengthen the propositions 
suggested in the conclusion.
Theoretical Approaches to Legitimacy
Although there are different theoretical approaches 
to dealing with organizational environments such as 
competitive strategy and institutional theory, gov-
ernance studies have demonstrated in the last two 
decades a notable capability of advancing their 
disciplinary foundations. Actually, there has been a 
quickening of what may be regarded as a system-
atic assembly of theoretical ideas. For instance, the 
account of the coexistence and coevolution of hierar-
chies, markets, and networks as modes of economic 
organization, from the field of transaction cost eco-
nomics, has partially been responsible for “the gen-
eralization of the term governance to cover all forms 
of social coordination not only in the economy but 
also in other sectors” (Mayntz, 2003, p. 28).
Likewise, there has been an integration of ideas 
from stakeholder and network theories. Governance 
studies take seriously how organizations and indi-
viduals or groups of stakeholders outside organiza-
tions affect one another on grounds of cooperation or 
conflict while pursuing their goals (Freeman, 1984). 
These interactions span economic and sociopoliti-
cal dimensions that epitomize societal concerns of 
the performance of organizations and corporations 
(Lawrence et al., 1997). The same interactions are 
formed through “actions based on interests, val-
ues, beliefs, and identities, which sometimes differ, 
sometimes converge, and which therefore cannot be 
comprehended by only viewing them from the per-
spective of one side of these relationships” ( Friedman 
& Miles, 2006, pp. 138–139). Nevertheless, social 
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strategies to maintain legitimacy include perceiv-
ing change and protecting accomplishments, while 
strategies to repair legitimacy include normalizing 
and restructuring (Suchman, 1995).
Network theory has also extended the scope of 
legitimacy debates among governance studies. In 
two cases, there has been a vivid dialogue over politi-
cal phenomena related to the growing importance of 
legitimacy building. First, the trend of public– private 
partnerships has transformed the operation of gov-
ernments, because it was introduced as a more effi-
cient approach to delivering public services, yet it 
has also been prone to problems such as weak coor-
dination and accountability (Giguere, 2008; Giguere 
& Considine, 2008). The applicability of partner-
ships to all festivals is validated by the significance 
of local government and major “players” like ven-
ues and sponsors, and suggests the prevalence of 
patterns of structural legitimacy. The identification 
of similar patterns among and within areas requires 
a census or large sample of festivals, leading to a 
network analysis of formal linkages between stake-
holders. In this research framework, individual 
festival owners or managers should be asked to 
“map” their relationships and describe how they are 
managed. Second, there has been an opening up of 
policy making and implementation processes, with 
social actors granted access to “alternative ways of 
representing a constituency of citizens” ( Chhotray 
& Stoker, 2009, p. 245). Getimis, Heinelt, and 
Sweeting (2006) view inclusive approaches to deci-
sion making as essential for the legitimacy of both 
ceremonial and substantial policy processes. Simi-
larly, Patel, Xavier, and Broom (2009) note that the 
integration of stakeholders into decision making has 
enabled the operation of procedural and structural 
adaptive strategies such as employee share owner-
ship plans, stakeholder representation on boards, 
collaboration, and association with certifying insti-
tutions. The key lies in the pluralistic representation 
and communication of societal values and claims 
as a means of increasing the effectiveness of policy 
interventions. Issues often arise, however, over the 
longevity and quality of political engagement, with 
certain community constituencies struggling to get 
access to or sustain participation in elected and non-
elected bodies. As a response, the literature on pol-
icy networks has linked the discussion of legitimacy 
with relationships formulated through structural 
interaction. The distance between legitimacy and 
illegitimacy fluctuates according to differential and 
changing beliefs and expectations, but convincing 
evidence for the catalytic role of additional attri-
butes is required to enhance stakeholder salience.
What matters for organizations and stakehold-
ers is how to garner societal support as part of 
their strategic orientation. Suchman (1995) says 
that managers can build a reservoir of legitimacy 
through frequent and intense communication with 
the firm’s social surroundings. For Friedman and 
Miles (2006), the more managers realize the sig-
nificance of legitimacy building for the progress of 
organizational plans and objectives the more they 
rely on the viewpoints and attitudes of other stake-
holders. To legitimize the ways in which they pro-
mote their entities, communicate ideas, and attract 
and utilize resources, managers need to take into 
account societal values as well as the relative posi-
tion of their organizations among opponents and 
potential allies. Whereas the enduring legitimacy of 
a festival may accrue to certain festival stakehold-
ers, with political influence or some other form of 
power over the organizers, the legitimacy of another 
festival may not accrue to the organization pro-
ducing the event itself. Lawrence et al. (1997) are 
adamant that legitimacy management presupposes 
negotiations of “facts” and their meanings. On the 
one hand, there are managers who seek to ensure 
the good reputation of a festival while dealing with 
the expectations of stakeholders who express their 
commitment to the organization’s initiatives. On the 
other hand, the same stakeholders comprise sources 
of pressure for organizational changes in terms 
of values, rules, and initiatives, as they negotiate 
their potential contribution according to their own 
prospects and material interests. Suchman (1995) 
notices three general challenges to legitimacy 
management—gaining, maintaining, and repairing 
legitimacy—and offers a selection of strategies for 
responding to these challenges. Strategies to gain 
legitimacy include conforming to, selecting, and/or 
manipulating the environment through the deploy-
ment of evocative symbols. Efforts to legitimize 
or delegitimize other stakeholders also belong to 
this category. Driscoll and Crombie (2001) report 
on how a company used its power to decrease the 
legitimacy of a potential stakeholder, employing 
political language and symbolic activity. Moreover, 
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commitment, harmonic cooperation, and conver-
sation, a low degree of legitimacy causes political 
processes of individual commitment, tensions, dis-
trust, and negotiations derived from power imbal-
ances. In this sense, legitimacy building is seen as 
a critical element of the dialectics of consensus and 
conflict. Essentially, “although the definitions of 
the concepts that describe the two different dynam-
ics are often each other’s opposites, the empirical 
observations show that the different dynamics are 
tightly connected, and balance stability and change” 
(Larson & Wikström, 2001, p. 64).
Variations by Event Type and Environment
Legitimacy is, to a degree, dependent upon the 
type of event, and other variables such as setting, 
ownership, and managerial style. Andersson and 
Getz (2009) used the “mixed industry” concept when 
discussing festivals, as three generic ownership types 
(private, not-for-profit, and governmental) typically 
produce and support events for somewhat different 
purposes, even if they all provide similar entertain-
ment value for users or similar economic and social 
benefits for host communities. Differences between 
sport events, business events, entertainment, and 
festivals must be considered. Another important fac-
tor is the degree of place attachment, with a spec-
trum ranging from permanent events “anchored” in 
a community and therefore completely dependent on 
their institutional status, to footloose, one-time only 
events at the other end. These variables can result 
in wide differences in the types of stakeholders 
involved, power relationships, and legitimacy build-
ing. Two examples are now provided from already 
published cases to illustrate how legitimacy consid-
erations vary: the first is a private sport event com-
pany, and the second is a not-for-profit festival.
TransRockies Inc. (TRI), based in Calgary, 
Canada, own and produce two annual participation 
sport events—mountain biking in Alberta, Canada, 
and a running event in Colorado, USA (see Getz, 
2013; Getz & McConnell, 2011; McConnell & 
Getz, 2007). TransRockies Challenge, a week-long 
endurance event for serious mountain bikers, was 
their first effort, and it was based on a successful 
European model. The German owners of TransAlps 
thought it had great potential in North America and 
arranged for support and partners before running 
and behavioral discrepancies (Chhotray & Stoker, 
2009). In short, legitimacy management is examined 
vis-à-vis patterns of solidarity, resource and knowl-
edge exchange, financial and political dependency, 
asymmetrical power, and conflict inside and outside 
networks aimed at improving policy outcomes.
The same rationale applies to the conception of 
festivals as events produced by a project network 
including private, for-profit companies, govern-
ment agencies, and not-for-profit organizations 
with mixed rights of ownership (Andersson & 
Getz, 2009; Larson, 2003). Within a temporary yet 
dynamic coalition, festival stakeholders comple-
ment each other. Their twofold aim is to link prod-
ucts and services while enhancing commercial 
value and customer experience. Their efforts lead 
to the constitution of a festival and its image, which 
is anticipated to attract visitors from many differ-
ent market segments (Larson, 1997, 2003), both for 
generic benefits (mainly socializing and entertain-
ment) and targeted benefits appealing to special 
interest groups such as fans of particular genres of 
music (Getz, 2007). The formation and evolution 
of stakeholder relationships are often traceable in 
the membership of the festival’s board of directors, 
in the attitudes of resource providers, and in the 
nature of loose or tight ties between partners. These 
aspects compose evidence of the structural or per-
manent legitimacy of associated stakeholders and 
of the festival itself. For Spyriadis, Buhalis, and 
Fyall (2011), destination managers should not take 
pride in the appearance of consensus and trust in 
tourism collaborative arrangements before provid-
ing accurate information about the scope and inten-
sity of these arrangements. The former refers to the 
inclusiveness of decision-making processes and the 
latter implies the availability of opportunities for all 
stakeholders to participate in the dialogue.
Larson and Wikström (2001) have arrived at a 
similar conclusion during the conceptualization of 
festivals as project networks. The critical point of 
their analysis is that legitimacy building occurs either 
when shared interests fight to bring a balance with 
opposing interests or when specific stakeholders 
intensify disputes by trying to legitimize primarily 
their individual interests. There is a matter of qual-
ity, however, in between legitimacy building and the 
output of political processes. Whereas a high degree 
of legitimacy steers political processes of mutual 
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While the TransRockies mountain biking event 
has worked with many corporate sponsors, estab-
lishing the running event in Colorado was deliber-
ately postponed until a suitable, long-term naming 
sponsor could be found. In 2007 the inaugural 
GORE-TEX® TransRockies TM Run was held. 
The title sponsor of the event, W.L. Gore & Associ-
ates, does an annual media buy for the event of at 
least $100,000, focusing on popular regional and 
national publications. Other partnerships enhance 
the media buy and give additional credibility within 
the trail-runner community.
The establishment of these new events would not 
have been possible without the ability of the owners 
to create and develop a network of event partners 
and supporters half a world away from their core 
operations. The organizers always attempt to work 
in a consensus mode with event partners, although 
sometimes conflict is inevitable. TransRockies 
demonstrates that event owners and managers 
should look for opportunities to build partnerships 
with key event stakeholders that are based on trust 
and common goals. This may sometimes take time, 
and the effort of not only delivering value to part-
ners, but demonstrating that value and shared ben-
efit. Stakeholders may be reluctant to play the role 
of “partner,” especially early on, as it may be much 
easier to be a vendor, contractor, regulator, or host.
Further, event owners and managers must be 
aware of the role that the perception of legitimacy 
plays in building support and consensus (cf. Larson 
&  Wikström, 2001). Other actors must have a strong 
belief in the ability of the event management organi-
zation to deliver on promises, especially for unproven 
events. An organization may be able to “borrow” 
the legitimacy of another organization if that orga-
nization or company believes in the organizer and 
is willing to lend its name. All event management 
organizations must continually build legitimacy by 
delivering on promises and acting consistently in 
order to maintain and build trust and support.
Conclusions
A key purpose of this article was to explain how 
stakeholders view a festival as a legitimate partner 
that deserves support, and view other festival net-
work members as legitimate partners. According 
to the criteria recommended by Suchman (1995), 
the first event in Alberta. Early support and encour-
agement, including the process of securing land use 
permits, was provided by Travel Alberta, which 
saw the potential for the international media expo-
sure that the event could generate.
On the surface, the idea of German organizers 
coming into the Canadian Rockies to organize a new 
event concept may have seemed unrealistic, but sev-
eral factors made it possible. First, proper introduc-
tions through high-profile individuals in the local 
community provided early legitimacy to the organiz-
ers. The establishment and success of the TransAlps 
event was a major factor in securing the support of 
Travel Alberta, which became a major champion 
of the event. The European connections at Travel 
Alberta also provided that organization the ability to 
carry out due diligence in the decision to support the 
event. Travel Alberta, through its connections to the 
government, lent its reputation to the organization in 
securing the permission to use the land required for 
the race. Travel Alberta also helped to influence the 
host communities to support the event.
The organizers have built the trust of other stake-
holder groups through successfully implementing 
their plans, and delivering on their commitments. 
This has allowed a greater degree of cooperation and 
support for the TransRockies Challenge. TRI had 
established local legitimacy and credibility when 
they produced the World Cup event with Canada 
Olympic Park in Calgary. After the first year of that 
event, the level of perceived legitimacy and trust 
from the venue owners increased substantially.
When the events pass through towns, host com-
munities are asked to provide amenities for the race, 
such as simple athlete accommodations and meals. 
The towns are also invited to organize a festival to 
welcome the race, which provides pageantry and 
allows TRI to focus on race operations. The towns 
that the TransRockies starts and/or finish in orga-
nize festivals around the TransRockies event fea-
ture entertainment and attractions with the goal of 
bringing the community out to welcome the race to 
town. The benefit for the community is the value of 
the international television exposure they receive 
for doing this. The support from towns started out 
not being very strong, but has increased every year. 
The town festivals are run with virtually no input 
from the race organization, which focuses on the 
operation of the race.
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thereby facilitating understanding and evaluations of 
organizational performance among network partners 
and external stakeholders (Klok & Denters, 2005).
Propositions Concerning Festivals, 
Stakeholders, and Legitimacy
A number of propositions have been derived 
from the theoretical literature and the extant, fes-
tival-specific research. They should constitute a 
research agenda for increasing our understanding 
of legitimacy in and among festivals, and event 
studies in general. Each of these can be treated as 
a hypothesis to test, yet they are also suggested to 
possess practical value as guidance to festivals and 
event managers.
P1:  Legal legitimacy does not ensure that moral or 
practical legitimacy will follow; legitimacy can 
be context specific, and will likely vary among 
stakeholders. Ownership by government agen-
cies provides an instant degree of legitimacy 
that those in the private and nonprofit sectors 
have to earn.
P2:  Festivals, as a class or sector, generally pos-
sess a high degree of moral legitimacy owing 
to their perceived positive roles in building 
culture, the economy, and communities. Fes-
tivals in the not-for-profit and public sectors 
will more easily gain moral legitimacy than 
for-profit festivals because they are perceived 
to act for public service.
P3:  Although festivals are often viewed as vehicles 
of discourse, conflicting values can act to reduce 
legitimacy with respect to some stakeholders.
P4:  The media can positively or negatively influ-
ence the perceived legitimacy of festivals; 
therefore, it is important to foster close and 
positive media relations.
P5:  Within the “political market square” that 
describes a festival’s network, legitimacy is 
linked mostly to trust; trust needs to be earned 
through transparency, accountability, shared 
decision making, and inclusiveness.
P6:  Festivals that create and sustain mutually 
rewarding exchanges with stakeholders will 
increase their pragmatic legitimacy.
P7:  Festival failure is linked to inadequate resources 
and the absence of uncommitted stakeholders; 
it has been argued that festival legitimacy is built 
and sustained within the culture of a local com-
munity, that a festival comes to be regarded as an 
“institution” in terms of widespread and permanent 
legitimacy, and that the sources of legitimacy lie in 
moral authority, commercial success, legal status, 
and/or management strategy.
Another intention of the article was to show how 
festival organizers can manage their stakeholders to 
build legitimacy, establish order, and ensure survival. 
Festival legitimacy is seen as a condition, whose 
nurturing and use entail benefits for both the festival 
organization and other actors in a festival network. 
Therefore, legitimation is a key element in the rela-
tions between a project team, such as festival organiz-
ers, and the environment. It is created and recreated 
through arguments, actions, and their dynamic inter-
play. According to stakeholder and network theory, 
legitimacy building processes in one organization 
affect the legitimacy of the whole festival network. 
The analysis of aggregate patterns of behavior also 
draws analogies with a recent classification of forms 
of legitimation in urban governance.
Extending the work of other authors, Haus and 
Heinelt (2005) identify three factors whose devel-
opment and permanence play a vital role in legiti-
macy building. First, the degree to which the active 
participation of each stakeholder is allowed in the 
preparation and taking of decisions within a festival 
network affects input legitimation. The focus here is 
on context-specific rules that determine the nature 
and quality of participation, and signify whether 
stakeholders who wish to express their satisfaction 
or dissatisfaction with proposed initiatives feel that 
their voices are audible and have a meaningful con-
tribution (Haus & Heinelt, 2005; Klok & Denters, 
2005). Second, effectiveness in terms of dealing 
with challenges, providing satisfactory solutions, 
and meeting agreed-upon objectives generates out-
put legitimation, insofar as policy outcomes are in 
harmony with the expectations of social actors both 
inside and outside a festival network. Third, through-
put legitimation is linked with transparent structures 
and processes whereby the actors involved in policy 
making and implementation become accountable for 
the selection of specific courses of action, as opposed 
to alternative ones, and the efficient utilization of 
scarce resources. Building trust occurs through 
transparency and unhindered access to information, 
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legitimacy. Public–private partnerships in the deliv-
ery of festivals might therefore be an effective way 
to gain legitimacy. Because festivals are so often 
employed as instruments of diverse public policy, 
from social to economic, festivals and related net-
works directed at improving policy outcomes will 
likely be broadly viewed as legitimate and thereby 
garner tangible support.
Legitimacy can be built or reinforced through 
communication, dialogue, openness, and account-
ability. Allies and supporters must be earned through 
action and eventually a positive reputation. Becom-
ing embedded in a network of institutions, with 
many interdependent stakeholders, necessitates 
time and effort. Indeed, some social and private 
entrepreneurs in the festival sector establish this 
groundwork before commencing a festival (Getz, 
Andersson, & Larson, 2007). Structural legitimacy, 
including the legitimation of the entire festival sec-
tor, benefits all the encompassed events.
On the way to becoming permanent institutions 
in their communities (i.e., accepted as being impor-
tant and irreplaceable creators of public good), 
festivals might have to constantly engage in legit-
imacy-building and repairing efforts, both within 
their direct stakeholder network and the wider com-
munity. Permanent festival institutions are likely to 
be perceived to always be doing well, although they 
usually have to demonstrate that fact. On this insti-
tutional path, if desired, festivals will be sharing 
their decision making and thereby giving up some 
degree of independence in order to ensure perma-
nent support from powerful stakeholders.
Both conflict and consensus building must be 
managed, within the “political market square” 
(Larson, 2009). Where perceived legitimacy is 
low, mistrust can result and negotiations among 
stakeholders are likely to be based on power imbal-
ances rather than mutual need and respect. In order 
to achieve consensus, legitimacy building efforts 
might have to first be implemented.
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